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4 Erosion is one of nature’s most powerful – yet invisible – forces. Imperceptible matter
like air and water, over time, can destroy mountains. Heath Brown’s Homeschooling the
Right: How Conservative Education Activism Erodes the State demonstrates the suitability of
“erosion” as a metaphor in this study. Brown, an associate professor of public policy at
the City University of New York, John Jay College, and at the CUNY Graduate Center,
develops a theory of “parallel politics” to explain the rise of homeschooling in the U.S.
and its effect on policy, especially in undercutting government services.
5 Brown focuses  on national  organizations  as  well  as  eight  states  whose  homeschool
policies  range  from  the  nation’s  most  to  least  restrictive.  Following  an  engaging
explanation  of  methodology,  Brown  provides  a  history  of  homeschool  and  charter
school movements as well as a detailed description of the “pillars” of the homeschool
movement. In addition to an array of secondary sources, Homeschooling the Right is built
on a  number of  original  studies  drawing on Brown’s  analysis  of  survey data,  press
releases, homeschool enrollment numbers, voter turnout data, interviews, and other
sources.
6 According to Brown, homeschoolers create their own civil society as an alternative to
the status quo. When parents choose to educate their children at home rather than
send them to a public school, they consciously “opt out” of the normal way of doing
things.  Once  outside  of  the  public  school  system,  parent-educators  find themselves
lacking the tools that public schools have such as a set curriculum and extra-curricular
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opportunities. In the early days of the movement, homeschooling was illegal in many
states.  Opting  out  in  the  1970s  could  lead  to  potentially  devastating  consequences.
Various conservatives,  with ties to the religious right and conservative think tanks,
encouraged and defended the shift to home education based on libertarianism. Thus,
these  early  advocates  framed  homeschooling  as  an  exercise  of  free  choice  and
connected it to the broader libertarian aims of the New Right. Soon local and national
associations filled the social and political voids that existed for homeschoolers through
a range of services from providing curricula to lobbying. This parallel structure, Brown
argues, engendered a tight-knit and politically active community.
7 Most Americans associate homeschooling with the conservative movement, if only in a
vague way. Brown examines this association in detail,  revealing that homeschooling
families  share  a  deeper  level  of  commitment  to  conservative  causes  than  non-
homeschooling conservative families. In fact, he goes so far as to call homeschoolers “a
distinct  wing  of  the  conservative  movement”  (185).  Of  course,  a  minority  of
homeschoolers  do  not  hold  conservative  views,  but  they  are  not  Brown’s focus.
Utilizing  survey  data,  Brown  found  that  homeschooling  parents  typically  held
conservative views on key policy  points  such as  family  values,  gun rights,  and gay
marriage.  In fact,  he found that they were “more likely to (…) donate to a charity,
contact  officials  in  government,  and  participate  in  a  protest”  than  their  non-
homeschooling  counterparts  (172).  Homeschoolers  even  formed  explicitly  political
groups to cultivate civic engagement such as the nationwide “Generation Joshua” that
harnesses the energy of teens to transform the U.S. into something like a modern-day
City on a Hill. After examining certain counties, Brown notes a correlation between the
prevalence of homeschooling and the level of Tea Party activism, though he is quick to
point out that his research does not show a causal relationship. Nevertheless, Brown
concludes that likeminded homeschoolers act as a sort of vanguard for the rest of the
conservative movement.
8 Brown employs the theory of policy feedback to explain the growth of homeschooling.
This theory examines not so much the effectiveness of a policy as the public reactions
to it. To illustrate his point, Brown compares the etiolated growth of charter school
policy to the proliferation of positive homeschool policy. Conservative homeschoolers
tenaciously  defend their  chosen mode of  education because  it  concerns  their  most
fundamental values. They do not want their children exposed to the secular influence
of public education and the social agenda of the New Left. Conversely, opposition to
favorable  homeschool  policy  is  relatively  muted  because  potential  critics  do  not
immediately  see  or  feel  its  negative  consequences.  The  teachers’  unions  are  likely
opponents, but, as Brown points out, public school teachers would not see a radical
drop in  student  numbers  due to  homeschooling or  see  a  loss  of  funding.  After  all,
homeschool parents still pay taxes for public education. Charter school policy creates
the  opposite  reaction.  Adherents  defend  charter  schools  with  less  intensity  than
homeschoolers defend their policies because the policy appeals only to free choice and
not ideology,  as  homeschool  policy does.  Charter  schools  operate within the public
school  system but divert  funding from traditional  public  schools  and compete with
them for students as well.  Public school teachers see and feel the effects of charter
schools  more so than from homeschools.  Because of  this,  charter  school  critics  are
more vocal and motivated to mobilize against it. 
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9 Overall, Brown maintains an impartial tone toward conservatism and homeschoolers.
At one point though, he compares the proliferation of libertarian ideas to the spread of
a  disease,  calling  it  an  “antigovernment  contagion  that  can  metastasize  in  a
community”  (163).  At  other  points  in  the  book,  he  seems  to  lean  toward  the
interpretation that the national homeschool organizations shaped the identity of their
members rather than the notion that members chose to join these groups because they
agreed with them. Not until much later in the book does Brown acknowledge that both
possibilities are equally likely. 
10 Aside from this, Brown succeeds admirably in demonstrating how the homeschooling
movement  undermines  the  state.  His  theory  of  parallel  politics  helps  explain  the
stunning policy successes of this small but growing minority of home educators. It is
not  hard  to  see  in  Brown’s  work  that  homeschooling  also  acts  as  a  barometer  of
conservative disaffection. As liberal social doctrines enter public school curriculum, we
may see more conservative families opt out. Could erosion give way to earthquake?
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